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Abstract 
This study examined the cognitive development of 30 Iranian male English school teachers' beliefs regarding 15 grammar 
teaching techniques. The data, analyzed both quantitatively and qualitatively, were used to find a significant difference between 
the two study groups in their beliefs about the techniques in question. The quantitative analysis showed no significant difference 
between the two groups, but the qualitative analysis indicated that there was a positive relationship between the degree of 
motivation and cognitive development. Also shown were the tendency of the first group towards student factors, and the 
tendency of the second group towards the inductive and deductive techniques. 
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1. Introduction 
The last 20 years have witnessed a surge of interest in the study of language teacher cognition - what language 
teachers think, know and believe - and of its relationship to teachers' classroom practices (Borg, 2006). The motive 
for such an interest has been the recognition of the fact that teachers are active, thinking decision-makers with a 
central role in shaping classroom events. With insights from the field of psychology, this recognition has suggested 
that understanding teacher cognition is central to the process of understanding teaching. This perspective on teachers 
and teaching has provided insights into the processes of teacher education and the nature of teachers' instructional 
practices. The study of language teacher cognition, then, though in its infancy (especially in L2 and FL contexts), 
has revealed the potential for deepening our understandings of what it means to become and to be a teacher. In his 
search for published works on English language teacher cognition, Borg (2003a) could identify only 64 studies in 
total. He found that researchers had examined only two curricular areas, namely grammar (22 studies) and literacy 
instruction (5 studies on reading, 2 on writing). Over the last few years, there have been some more studies some of 
which were concerned with, again, grammar instruction (e.g. Borg, 2003b; Borg, 2003c; Farrell, 2003; Farrell & 
Lim 2005) and some with pre-service training (e.g. Borg, 2004; Borg, 2005; da Silva, 2005).  
Teachers' beliefs are the "tacit, often unconsciously held assumptions about students, classrooms, and the 
academic material to be taught" and are generally stable (Kagan, 1992: 65, cited in Ferrell, 1999: 2). "Teacher 
beliefs form a set of principles that are derived from experience, school practice, personality, education theory, 
reading, and other resources" (Richards, 1998: 66-67). Beliefs constitute part of a larger concept, i.e. teacher 
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cognition, "the unobservable cognitive dimension of teaching – what teachers know, believe, and think" (Borg, 
2003a: 81). Woods (1996) found it problematic to unambiguously distinguish between beliefs, assumptions and 
knowledge. Consequently, he dealt with them as points on a continuum and devised his term BAK, rather than 
treating them as clearly distinct concepts. 
The importance of investigating this aspect of language teaching is clear from a theoretical point of view. 
Research on teacher cognition can make us understand how teachers develop, and can provide a complete 
conceptualization of the mental processes of teachers, as well as offering an insight to the psychology of instruction 
(Borg, 2006). From a practical point of view, teacher education programmes need to make these beliefs explicit for 
teachers so that they can reflect on them and challenge them: this is what makes teachers able to change their current 
beliefs and thus accept teaching innovations (Donaghue, 2003). Otherwise, these programmes may not be effective 
enough. To illustrate, Almarza (1996) studied the influence of the beliefs of four novice trainee teachers in a teacher 
education programme. The four teachers responded quite differently to the method they were introduced to in the 
programme, a modified version of the Direct Method. Teacher beliefs, therefore, play a very essential role in 
interpreting, accepting and rejecting an innovation, regardless of whether it is effective in itself. 
Teachers’ knowledge of grammar can be measured through test-like instruments; teachers’ beliefs can be elicited 
through questionnaires and interviews; and teachers’ cognitions can be examined in greater complexity through 
analyses of actual classroom practices and discussions with teachers about these. For over 20 years the predominant 
source of knowledge about grammar teaching had been studies of second language acquisition (SLA); here we see 
evidence of a conceptual shift which, based on the realization that SLA research had not provided definitive answers 
about grammar teaching, recognizes teacher cognition as a key source of data in attempts to make sense of formal 
instruction. It is the studies where cognitions are explored with direct reference to what teachers do in classrooms 
and to teachers’ commentaries on their work that this shift is most obvious, and continuing work of this kind is 
required in a greater range of language teaching contexts. Having said this, further research into language teachers’ 
knowledge about language is also needed; for although it is clear that effective instruction depends on much more 
than a mastery of subject matter, our understandings of the relationships between declarative subject matter 
knowledge and practice in language teaching are still undeveloped. 
Major insights into L2 teachers’ actual practices in teaching grammar and the cognitions underlying these 
practices emerge from studies by Borg (1998a; 1998b; 1999a; 1999b; 1999c; 2001) and Johnston & Goettsch 
(2000). These studies describe real classroom events and use these as the basis of discussions with teachers through 
which teachers’ emic (i.e., insider) perspectives on the teaching of grammar are made explicit. 
Even though this field is important for teacher education programmes and for teacher development, there are still 
many unaddressed issues and others which have been insufficiently addressed. Borg (2003a), after reviewing the 
literature in this field, concludes that "a clear sense of unity is lacking in the work" (pp. 81). One aspect on which 
there has been little work is the development of the beliefs of experienced teachers. As mentioned earlier, many 
researchers addressed the development of novice teachers. Others studied inexperienced teachers and compared 
them with experienced ones. But what happens after the first, say, ten years of experience? Does the teacher's 
cognition fossilize? Or is it still developing? 
2. Research Questions 
It appears then that there is a gap, as illustrated above, in the field of teachers' beliefs concerning the 
development of their beliefs as experienced teachers. The purpose of the present paper is first to investigate teacher 
beliefs in these two contexts: 1) experienced teachers, and 2) very experienced teachers. The term 'experienced 
teachers' here is used to describe the teachers with five years to ten years of teaching experience, while 'very 
experienced teachers' refers to those with at least 15 years teaching experience at school. Secondly, few studies have 
been done in Iran as to the impact of teacher’s beliefs on their classroom practices in general and on teaching 
grammar in particular. 
As mentioned earlier, the main point in this study is to find out whether teacher beliefs are, regarding teaching 
grammar specifically, still developing at late stages of the teaching career, or they almost fossilize. In order to 
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answer this question, it will be divided into three sub-questions. The first will be concerned with the general 
compatibility of the beliefs of the two groups: the experienced and the very experienced. The degree of the internal 
consistency will be the subject of the second sub-question. The relationship, finally, between the reported beliefs 
and the reported sources of teaching knowledge will be the third sub-question. 
The following research questions are in order: 
1. How compatible are the beliefs of experienced and very experienced Iranian male teachers about the 
different techniques to teaching grammar? 
2. To what degree are the two groups consistent internally in their responses? 
3. Is there any kind of relationship between the reported sources of knowledge, and between the participants' 
beliefs? 
3. Method 
3.1. Subjects 
 
There are 30 male Iranian high school teachers participating in this study. The first 15 – the first group – have 
taught between five and ten years; the second 15 – the second group – have taught between 15 and 25 years. The 
mean age was 31 for the first group and 42 for the second group. The mean of the participants' years of experience 
was 7 for the first group and 20 for the second group. Regarding the context where they teach, they have been 
teachers at Iranian schools, where the English curriculum consists, in theory, of teaching reading, and there is less 
emphasis on the other three skills while in practice most teachers do not normally bother with these three latter 
skills. This can be attributed to lack of some facilities, large numbers of students, unmotivated students, and lack of 
close supervision on teachers. There are no prescribed specific methodologies for school teachers to adhere to or 
specific rules on which there is supervision. There are some general guidelines such as using English in teaching and 
completing the curriculum on time! In practice, most emphasis is given to university entrance exam preparation. 
 
3.2. Instruments 
 
The choice of certain tools is always determined by the purpose of the study. To be specific, the tools used by 
researchers, in this field in particular, range from classroom observations and interviews to using paper-and-pencil 
questionnaires (Borg, 2003a). As mentioned earlier, the data in this study was collected with questionnaires. The 
questionnaire was composed of the instructions and three parts. At the very beginning of the questionnaire, the 
teachers read that this questionnaire was for research purposes and that the main theme of it was teaching grammar. 
Then, in order to maintain reliability (Weir, 2005), a certain teaching situation was put forward and the teacher was 
asked to answer the question in relation to this particular situation. After that, the participants were asked to give 
their own views while answering, and they were instructed to make their answers in relation to their views of the 
ideal English teacher, because they may believe that a certain technique is, for example, extremely useful but the 
required facilities might not be actually available at the school. Therefore, they were asked not to care for this 
problem and to imagine all required facilities at hand. Lastly, in order to assure response validity (Weir, 2005), the 
participants were also told that their names were not required. 
The first part, also, began with a set of instructions about answering the questions. They were asked to evaluate 
15 statements by choosing from 1 (excellent technique) to 6 (no idea). In the second part, in contrast to the previous 
one, the participants were instructed to give actual information concerning the sources from which they acquired 
knowledge about teaching and some other information. There were eight questions in this part of the questionnaire. 
The last part of the questionnaire required the participants to provide some personal information. The participants 
were assured that the information was confidential and that names were not required. 
 
3.3. Procedure 
 
The questionnaires were emailed to the participants. The researcher knows some of these teachers personally, 
and so they agreed to participate voluntarily. After that, the researcher asked them to forward the questionnaire to 
the other teachers at their schools who in turn agreed to participate voluntarily also. After answering the 
questionnaire, they emailed it back to the researcher.  
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4. Data Analysis and Discussion 
 
Quantitative and qualitative analysis of the data was performed. The following will present the data analysis of 
the responses to the questions in the questionnaire in order to determine whether or not there is a statistically 
significant difference in the areas under discussion between the two groups: experiences teachers (with 5 – 10 years 
of teaching experience) and very experienced teachers (with 15 and more years). With regard to the first research 
question none of the differences were significant. This means that the participating teachers' beliefs about the 
techniques in question do not seem to be different. It is possible therefore to conclude that there is no evidence that 
teacher belief develops during the period under discussion, i.e. during the five-year gap between about 10 years and 
15 years of teaching experience.  
As to the second research question, the goal would be to find out the general tendency of the responses of the 
two groups of teachers. In order to achieve this, both quantitative and qualitative methods were used. In the 
quantitative part, the overall means and standard deviations were compared in order to determine the consistency 
and the cautiousness of the two groups. In the qualitative part, the teachers' responses to two questions were 
analyzed: the open question and the question about their motivation. In order to find out the general tendency of the 
two groups, the mean score and the standard deviation in all techniques were calculated. The results are below: 
 
Table 4.1 The mean score and overall standard deviation of the two groups 
 
Groups Mean Score Overall Standard deviation 
Experienced Teachers 2.6533 1.31094 
Very Experienced Teachers 2.3467 1.40306 
The two groups had a quite similar standard deviation. This means that the two groups are consistent. In addition, 
it is clear that the difference in the mean score is not substantial. However, the decrease in the mean score of the 
second group might be an indication of more cautiousness in the very experienced teachers' cognition. From a 
qualitative standpoint, it could be concluded that both groups seemed to be at a similar level of teacher cognition in 
relation to indirect teaching techniques. It also seems plausible to assume that very experienced teachers pay less 
attention to student factors, such as the level of student, their motivation, and the individual differences, compared 
with experienced teachers. Thirdly, the above analysis makes it possible to assume that very experienced teachers 
start to focus more on deductive and the inductive techniques.  
When it came to the second question about motivation, a striking difference was immediately spotted. In the first 
group, out of the fifteen responses only two answered No, one sometimes, and one I don't know. The rest eleven 
participants showed a positive attitude in their responses. The second group was quite the contrary. Only two very 
experienced teachers showed positive attitudes. The majority of the participants showed that they were not certain in 
their responses, answering with sometimes (4), to some extent or could be (3), and I don't know (1). The other four 
participants did not answer this question.  
With regard to the third research question which presupposed a significant difference between the two groups in 
their beliefs about a certain grammar teaching technique, since in none of the techniques the difference was 
significant, the question could not be dealt with. 
5. Implications 
 
From the results of this study, a number of implications arise. One of these implications is that there is no need to 
separate experienced teachers from very experienced teachers in in-service training. This study shows that both have 
quite similar beliefs and the difference is not statistically significant. However, what is different between the two 
groups is the degree of motivation. Educators should therefore pay attention to motivating very experienced 
teachers. The results seem to suggest that experienced teachers do not need spending time and effort for this purpose 
as very experienced teachers do. The results of this study, further, can be one reason for employers to accept the idea 
of early retirement. More motivated teachers would of course be more efficient. A further implication of this study is 
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that experienced teachers' awareness of the importance of the inductive and the deductive techniques may need to be 
raised. Experienced teachers may need to be sparingly reminded to make use of these techniques. 
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